CHAPTER 188 


November 1, 2011 


“I’m your lover, I’m your zero... 22ZZzZzzzz” 


So Justin and Maya might have been partying a little too hard, even after everyone 
else left the night prior. Why? Because it was Halloween and they had nothing 
better to do than pull pranks, smash pumpkins, and beg for candy. They were very 
clearly much too old for the last option, unfortunately, so that was out of the 
question, and they never got around to egging anyone’s house because the fun 
police thought it would be fun to make the group clean up the mess they made with 
the pumpkin. So what if it was in the middle of the rode, it wasn’t like anyone used 
cars around here; and even if they did, it’s a fucking pumpkin. Hell, if we wanted to 
get technical it WAS on Justin’s property... most of it. Naoto couldn’t do shit to him 
for leaving it there. Basically, the party didn’t get much crazier after that thanks to 
Naoto’s meddling around in their private affairs; but hey, whatever. Justin could live 
with cola and sugar cookies shaped like ghosts and pumpkins. And maybe a couple 
sneakers he stole from Yosuke. Remember how | said everyone was too old to trick 
or treat? Yosuke figured himself above that rule. Oh well, more free food for Justin. 


Well anyway, Justin and Maya had eventually passed out on the floor; with quite a 
thud in Maya’s case, what with the bulky armor and all. It was a good thing she was 
so tired, otherwise that might have hurt like a bitch. The two were curled up against 
the wooden floor beneath them, latching at whatever they could grab a hold of to 
use as a pillow. Justin was mumbling a bit in his sleep, thanks partially to the stereo 
still being on, though Maya was out cold. It was a good thing she had taken the 
helmet off a couple hours before they finally succumbed to their exhaustion, 
otherwise it might have been a bit hard to breathe in her sleep. The two laid there 
on different spots of the floor kicking ever so slightly as part of their bodies tried to 
kick them into the waking world, though their minds were clinging much to tightly to 
their dreams. It was very rare for Justin to have good dreams, what with that 
sociopath living inside his skull, pulling at his brain stem like the cord to those 
shades you put on windows. You know; the ones that never seem to end up quite 
straight. Wonder who was in charge of making THOSE. 


They’d pretty much be content to just stay like that for a week or so, but alas, they 
seemed to neglect one very unfortunate thing... Well at least, Justin did anyway. 
Maya could always just say she took one of her vacation days; after all, she was 
entitled to so many a year, and with the year drawing to close, now would be a 
good time to start cashing in on those. Justin? Not so much. A loud splitting sound 
filled the air, the buzzing of Justin’s phone giving Justin that one last push he 
needed to wake, if ever so reluctantly at that. The phone had been placed ever so 
precariously near Justin’s ear, so the minute the buzzer went off, it shot down his 


ear drum like a grenade exploding point blank in his face. His twitched slightly, 
though otherwise, he had little to no reaction to the sound spawning from his 
phone. He knew it was his phone though, and he knew he probably should answer 
it, but even then he was having trouble gathering the strength to reach out and pick 
it up. But he was determined, and he would not stop until his fingers were wrapped 
around the phone, speaker to his ears. His arm slowly crept out to flip the phone up, 
groaning as his muscles stretched out to bring the phone up towards his ear. 


“...hello you have reached... Christ, what was my name aga- Justin! Justin, that was 
it. Leave a message after the whatever.” Justin mumbled in the phone. He was still 
much too tired to really be thinking straight. Hell, if he was aware he was in sucha 
absent-minded state of mind, he would have never picked up the phone, but alas, it 
had been natural instinct that caused him to press the phone to his ear, to listen to 
whatever it was the person on the other end of the line wanted. But let’s be honest, 
who else could it be on the other side of the phone? No one ever called Justin beside 
from Chie. In a way, it kinda hurt; but then, Justin wasn’t a very good conversation 
starter anyway, so talking on the phone wasn’t his forte. He could sort of justify the 
other’s apparent reluctance to call Justin up just to say hello. 


“Where the hell are you!? School started an hour ago!” Chie screamed into the 
phone, though she also sounded like she was whispering. She had tried texting 
Justin on several occasion over the last hour, but of course, he was asleep, so he 
couldn’t actually read any of them. This was her only alternative to getting in 
contact with him. She had briefly assumed he was just taking a sick day, catching a 
cold or something in the air last night; but then, he would have looked sick last 
night if he was sick this morning. And even if he was sick, she’d at least like to know 
if he was alright. She could always bring some soup by again if she needed to, even 
if Justin constantly insisted otherwise. 


“...1’m at that place... you know that place with the... with the door. Look | just woke 
up, cut me some slack.” Justin mumbled, running his fingers down his eyes again. 
He wasn’t even going to sugar coat what had actually happened; he slept in and he 
had no intention of leaving the house. If it was a problem that he hadn’t shown up 
to school today, then he simply came down with a case of explosive diarrhea. 


“Dammit Justin! Do you know how worried | was?” Chie spoke with irritation in to 
the fun. Justin could practically feel her hot breath strangling him through the 
phone, but even then, he was just too tired to feel bad about working her up like 
that. After all, he just slept in an hour, let’s not call the cavalry just yet, Chie. Justin 
rubbed at his temples a bit, taking another deep breath, as he slowly closed his 
eyes again, just taking in the sound of 1979 playing from his CD player, Mellon 
Collie and the Infinite Sadness making its way back to the beginning of the disc for 
what was probably the seventh time since Justin had fallen unconscious. 


“Hmm? Oh uh... yeah, no I’m fine... Just... a little tired is al... 2zzzzz...” 


“..Did he just fall asleep on me? Oh! am so kicking his ass!” 


The sky was green as always, that aroma of burning corpses filling the air as it so 
often did. It was that scent and that tone that always made him so sick to his 
stomach as he stared out into the horizon, longing for something he couldn’t really 
grasp. Down in the alleyway there was the ever silent creeping of a shadow, his 
thousand arms dragging him around like a hungry dog looking for some kind of 
meal. It wasn’t uncommon to find one of those things crawling around the place; 
they were like unintelligent cannon fodder, their only purpose to look for something 
to kill, and to kill until there was no life left to take. In that regard, you could say the 
shadows were going hungry. It had been so long since humans had shown up in this 
world... well... humans who made a one way trip through the television anyway. At 
most these shadows were searching for a thing that was nowhere to be found, 
sniffing for the scent of death in the air in search of some sort of purpose. 


And so, this one lone shadow crawled, navigating its way through the streets and 
alleyways for its next bloody meal, a carcass to keep it satisfied for the winters to 
come. It had picked up something on the air, a rather pungent aura. It didn’t smell 
or anything like that, there was just this certain sensation in the air as he crawled 
around the abandoned city. The shadow, ever so curious investigated every nook 
and cranny, searching for the source of whatever this strange feeling in the air was, 
like an animal confused in a new environment. It didn’t take long before he was able 
to trace the aura back to its source, the spirit of death leading the many armed 
creature towards a Single wall, blocking him from his discovery. It took a moment 
before the creature realized what he’d have to do to grab a hold of his 
accomplishment, staring intently at the wall behind that creepy ass mask of his; but 
even then, it was truly irrelevant in the grand scheme of things. For just as the 
shadow reached up to sort through the loose bricks standing between him and his 
prey, the shadow exploded outward into a shower of black fiber and purple rain, a 
hole in its skull where a single bullet had been fired. 


“Dumb mutt.” Justin’s shadow remarked, slowly pacing his way over to the now 
deceased beast, kicking at it a bit with his foot to insure it was truly dead. It was 
very rare for these things to stop by in the last few months, but over time, Justin 
had found that something about the death of his former comrade served like bait to 
these pests, drawing them from every part of the world he lived just to catch a 
glimpse at what had not happened in many a centuries. The shadows had a strict 
code of law; the top of the list being simply ‘Do not kill thy brethren.’ And none of 
the shadows ever did, fearing the consequences of violating their contract, knowing 
full well they could be wiped from existence by HIM in a matter of seconds, should 
they so irritate him. And yet despite displeasing he who ruled over all of the 
shadows, Justin’s shadow remained untouched after his crime. The rules were 
broken, yet still here he stood, alive and well... Or as well as a man succumbing to 


paranoia and guilt could be. And then it dawned on Justin’s shadow. There WERE no 
consequences for breaking the rules; it was merely a tool to keep his dominion in 
line, trying to rule through intimidation itself. And that begged the question... If 
there were no true rules; what else was it the shadows hadn’t known? 


Months had passed since the faithful day that Justin had coated himself in her blood 
and guts, fragments of her skull shattering in a bloody firework of pain and guilt. 
And yet even to this day he couldn’t forget her; he couldn’t stop thinking about her 
corpse laying there in the dust to rot away. It was funny, the shadow had taken a 
few peaks inside the building since the incident, partially to insure she rested in 
peace; and despite being there for months now, her body hadn’t decayed in the 
slightest, preserved in the exact moment the shadow had made the biggest mistake 
of his and her lives. He didn’t get it. He hated that woman; she always wanted to 
control him, to tell him what to do. Every day she would verbally beat him down 
until he bowed to her like some kind of goddess, wanting nothing more than the 
affections of all she met, even if she had to force people into it. They didn’t have to 
like loving her; they just had to do it. So then how come as much as the shadow 
hated that girl he couldn’t stand to see her rot? How come he longed for her to 
stand in front of him so he could wrap her in his embrace, to apologize for his 
errors. And then promptly be shanked afterwards because Maya’s shadow was a 
huge bitch. He hated to admit it, but he missed her. He missed her every day, and 
he just couldn’t ignore the fact that her carcass was rotting right behind the wall he 
worked so hard to fortify, separating her from the horrors of the world she left 
behind. 


“If it’s any consolation... | intend to see your mission through, my dear.” 
Justin mumbled, dragging the remains of his prey away before sliding his back down 
the wall, igniting a cigarette before taking a quick puff of it as he just stared at the 
sky. That green, toxic, sky. He had heard tales that the other’s sky was a beautiful 
shade of blue to compliment the sea, white clouds twisting through the alps as if to 
embrace the world in one big puffy hug. How was it that their world’s were one and 
the same, yet so different at the same time. People were nothing but carcasses 
here, skeletons that fell out of the closet. The toys that children played with were 
knives, the rain drops that fell from above were as dark as blood, the sea ran thick 
with the tears of the world, as if the television were nothing but a dump for all their 
baggage. This was exactly what Maya’s shadow had been trying to escape from; he 
could see that now. It was only a shame when one shadow escaped, seven billion 
more sat in the dark, hoping for salvation. If only this world could change... 


“What if I told you it can...?” The shadow jumped forward ever so slightly, 
twisting his head around with curiosity. He knew what he heard, and he knew he 
shouldn’t have been hearing it, but for some reason... he wasn’t scared. No, he had 
bottled all his fear up in the depths of his heart, locking it up for millennia to come. 
Never again would he be afraid of the task he had set out to do. Never again would 
another fall because of his inaction. Still, that didn’t really dismiss the fact that the 


shadow was starting to hear things. Probably just his conscious playing tricks on 
him; but at this point, he wouldn’t mind watching an illusion or two. Anything to live 
in the sweet embrace of a lie. 


“I'd probably say you’re full of shit. You know, | generally make a rule 
about not talking with the dead.” The shadow remarked sarcastically; though 
something was off about the way he said it. There was no sharp harshness to his 
joke, not a chuckle afterwards as he laid it on the line for someone who wasn’t even 
there. He just sat there with his eyes poised at the ground, some small part of him 
hoping for the voice to reply, just so he could hear her one last time. For her to 
whisper sweet no things into his ear and pretend none of this had actually 
happened. But the fact of the matter was it did happen, and the girl was gone. 
Nothing could bring her back; pretending she was still here would just be betraying 
everything she had died for... Well besides following some bullshit rules that didn’t 
even matter in the long run. That was another thing; it wasn’t just the shadow’s 
pursuit of escape that had killed her, it was fighting for those damn rules. The ones 
HE gave them. 


He was the one responsible for all of this. He made the sky damp with the pains of a 
million children of Adam, he was the one that soaked the land in the blood of the 
suffering. He made the world exactly like this; and then he gave the shadows rules, 
rules that had done nothing but split them apart, to keep them from unifying as a 
nation. He was a damn tyrant. One of these days someone should really go about... 
fixing, that. 


“If | only get to teach you one thing in this life, it’s simply this... You 
cannot kill what you did not create.” The voice continued to speak to him, 
though the shadow’s face slowly warped to that of one of confusion. The body still 
remained entirely still, and yet despite that, he could hear her oh so clear, like a 
voice right in his ear. “My body was but a means to an end, don’t you see? 
It’s the mind that truly matters. If you control a man’s mind, if you control 
a man’s legacy, and if you control a man’s spirit... You control everything. 
And your power shall be like no other. Don’t mourn for the loss of a 
vessel; it was only a stepping stone in your quest.” 


“1 don’t think | quite follow.” The shadow spoke with puzzlement. It was strange 
the way the girl was speaking to him, not only because he was hearing what could 
not actually make a sound, but rather, there was something jolted about the way 
she spoke. Like she was reading from a cue-card. And yet despite that, there was 
something almost alluring about her words as she tempted him with the promises of 
control, the promises of power; and of course, the promise of an end to her mission. 
They were but stepping stones to an end. Everything was a stepping stone to the 
end. It didn’t matter who got hurt on the way there; all the shadow needed was to 
succeed in bringing true life to these hollows. 


“Don’t you worry; it’Il all make sense soon... And then... and then we will 
control everything; kings and queens of a new age.” 


AUTHOR’S NOTES 


I’m going to be away on a three day trip starting today. That said, there will be no 
update on the 22™ - 24", as | will have no access to a computer or wi-fi connection. 
There will not be any make-up chapters when we return. Sorry for the 
inconvenience, and I'll see you all Monday when we return from our brief 
intermission. 


